As foraging becomes more unpredictable animals should increase their body reserves to reduce the risk of starvation. However, any increases in reserves may increase the risk of predation because extra mass probably compromises escape ability. Because of differences in foraging ability not all individuals will be affected in the same way by changes in foraging conditions. Relatively poor foragers will have more unpredictable foraging success for any given availability of food and therefore should carry larger body reserves. The mass-dependent predation hypothesis then predicts a negative correlation between levels of body reserves and foraging ability, although this may be modified by state-dependent compensation. I measured foraging rates and body masses of wintering European blackbirds, Turdus merula. Individuals with the lowest foraging rates had the largest gain in mass for the winter and had relatively high mass overall, independently of age and sex. That foraging rate determined mass rather than the reverse was demonstrated because foraging rate was independent of daily and seasonal mass change. Foraging rate within the experimental system was also independent of predation risk (as measured by distance from protective cover) and so the relation between mass and foraging rate was unlikely to have been confounded by any changes in vigilance to compensate for increased mass-dependent predation risk. The results suggest that blackbirds with high relative foraging rates have lower body reserves during the winter. Therefore there is probably a direct link between overwinter condition and fitness at least in blackbirds. 
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The mass of individual animals, and in particular birds, is thought to represent the outcome of a trade-off between having extra body reserves to reduce the risk of starvation and having the lowest mass possible to maximize the chance of escape from predators (Lima 1986) . This is known as the mass-dependent predation hypothesis (Witter & Cuthill 1993) . For example, during the winter, birds put on mass as insurance against unpredictable foraging opportunities, when daytime feeding may not be sufficient to replenish energy reserves that were depleted overnight (Houston et al. 1993; Cuthill et al. 2000) . Birds with relatively large residual mass during periods of unpredictable foraging may then have greater fitness because thin birds are more likely to starve as they deplete their limited reserves first (Fretwell 1968; King 1972) . Increased mass, however, increases predation risk because fatter birds may be less able to escape from aerial predators (Kullberg et al. 1996 ). There will therefore be a trade-off between the benefits and costs of increased mass because of mass-dependent predation risk (Witter & Cuthill 1993) , but, in general, as foraging becomes more unpredictable so body reserves are predicted to increase (Ekman & Hake 1990; McNamara & Houston 1990; Houston et al. 1993; Bednekoff & Houston 1994) .
Although body reserves are predicted to increase as foraging becomes more unpredictable, increasing foraging unpredictability will not affect individuals to the same degree. Individuals vary in their foraging ability (Partridge 1976; Ritchie 1988; Whitfield 1990; Illius et al. 1995) and the best foragers are likely to face less unpredictability when the food supply declines (Goss-Custard & Le V. Dit Durell 1988; Goss-Custard et al. 1996) . If foraging ability determines predictability of foraging opportunities when resources are limited, those individuals that maintain relatively small body reserves, all other things being equal, must also be those of relatively good competitive foraging ability. Therefore, an implicit prediction of the mass-dependent predation hypothesis is that birds that are the best foragers should have lower body reserve levels as foraging becomes more unpredictable.
